Assesses the status of women in Bangladesh by analysing the dynamics of female participation in labour force and education as well as gender earnings differentials at the macro level. The study finds evidence of growing commercialisation of women's work in Bangladesh. Although the bulk of the female labour force is engaged in self-employment activities in the rural area or in low-skilled textile and readymade garment industries in the urban area, women's participation in high-skill and entrepreneurial jobs as well as various decision-making bodies is also on the rise. While the gender wage differentials have been considerably reduced in many industries, in general women tend to be paid less than men.
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Introduction
The extent of gender gaps in socio-economic and demographic attributes forms an important element in the analysis on the status or empowerment of women. In essence, 'empowerment of women' is a multi-dimensional concept and, as such, requires a careful examination of a wide range of socio-econo-cultural issues at the family level as well as in the societal context.
A delegate at the 1997 Lund seminar on women's empowerment and demographic processes observed: "[women's] empowerment is about transformation of the power relations; that it includes both control over material resources, and a change in self-perception and confidence in one's self; that it can be viewed as an outcome and a process; and that women's empowerment involves the transformation of power relations at four different levels: the household/family, the community, the markets and the state" (IUSSP, 1997).
In ultimate sense, women themselves are the best judges of their own well-being or status in the society. Therefore, a proper assessment of the empowerment of women requires an understanding of how women themselves view their positions vis-a-vis men at the individual stage through the greater societal level. Though not universally applicable, some leading theories of family seek to explain the status of women in terms some 'incidence-based' criteria. These include the endowment and entitlements theory (Sen, 1981) , the unitary theory (Becker, 1981) and the bargaining theory (Schultz, 1990; Alderman, et al., 1995;  Haddad et al., 1997). Sen's theory explains the social status of women in terms of the possession and use of resources, the possibilities for exchanging the resources and, above all, the amounts of endowment and entitlements taken away from them. The unitary theory states that the family maximises a single and unified 'household utility function' through its decisions on consumption, labour supply and resource distribution within the family subject to an aggregate budget constraint. The bargaining theories argue that there may not exist a unified set of interests for the family as a whole, and suggest that families do experience conflicts the resolution of which depends on the relative "threat" power of the individual members in the family. Though criticised on various grounds (Gasper, 1993 , for example), Sen's approach is regarded as being more operational than others because of its emphasis on the institutional factors in decision-making. Becker's theory is considered to be more relevant for studying the impact of family decisions on children (who do not have a bargaining power) as well as gender discrimination with respect to children (Tisdell, 1999) .
What is common to these theories is that they all require a substantial amount of inside information on relevant facts such as women's involvement in the family decision-making, their freedom to forming or joining social groups as well as control over the cash they earn.
Hence, an application of these theories would inevitably require micro-level data. This notwithstanding, macro-level information can shed important insights on women's empowerment at the social, market and national levels. Reductions in the gaps in social, economic and political rights between men and women constitute part of the dimensions of women's status. Thus, trends in female education, women's participation in the workforce and women's earnings compared to men, among other things, can collectively indicate an improvement in women's status. Further, these attributes are likely to reinforce women's status at the personal levels by instilling in them confidence in their abilities and self-esteem in exercising and defending their rights as well as in attaining control over their own lives, relationships and resources on par with men. For instance, a rise in the literacy rate is expected to have a positive impact on the female labour force participation (FLP), which in turn will endow women with greater resources in terms of earnings. Assuming that women have some control over their resources, this will enhance their bargaining capacity and ensure greater participation in family decision-making. 1 As an income earner, a woman should also get better access to healthcare, partly because of her enhanced bargaining power and partly because she has to maintain a good health to restore and enhance her productive capacity.
To date, a plethora of micro-level studies has addressed the issue of women's status in Bangladesh (Amin and Pebley, 1994; Naved, 1994; Khundker, 1997; Bhattacharya and Rahman 1999; Zaman, 2001 ). However, there has been hardly any attempt to review the issue on the basis of the macro-level data. In a recent study, Hossain and Tisdell (2003) find that total fertility rate and female labour force participation are cointegrated and that female labour force participation Granger-causes reduced fertility. The present study is intended to provide a general overview of the status of women in Bangladesh by drawing on three important indicators of the status of women, namely, the female labour force participation, female educational attainments and gender wage differentials. As a passing note, the study also sheds light on women's employment in high-skill jobs and decision-making bodies including women's political participation. The structure of the paper is as follows. Section 2 examines the dynamics of female education. Section 3 analyses the trends in work force indicators of women vis-à-vis men. Section 4 assesses gender earnings differentials by focusing on the wage differentials in the manufacturing sector, and provides information on female employment in high-skill and decision-making positions as well as women's political participation. Section 5 examines the degree of association between various measures of female education and labour force participation. Section 5 presents the conclusion.
Gender Disparities in Education
Female education encompasses both social and economic dimensions that can contribute to female empowerment. Education is often regarded as an investment in human capital, which in turn raises the productivity of the labour force. Though productivity and earnings are determined by a host of other factors, persistent gaps in female-male educational attainments may partly explain the gender wage differentials. Human capital theory suggests that education and employment are the two most important determinants of individual earnings in that equalisation of education and employment opportunities tends to equalise individual earnings (Mincer, 1974; Becker 1993 ). Thus, from an economic perspective, education can raise women's status provided the amount of earnings and equality in earnings distribution are adequate indicators of empowerment. From the social point of view, more educated women tend to be the better carers of children's than the less educated. Female education is also found to have a negative effect on infant mortality (Schultz, 1989) . Education makes women more conscious about the quality of life and the standard of living. By opening up the earning opportunities, education reduces the sense of insecurity about the future. As a result, more educated women tend to have fewer children than the less educated.
Educational attainment in Bangladesh is, in general, low. Poverty has remained the most significant economic factor behind the low literacy rate. The economic opportunities outside the home, which by any measure are short in supply, are mainly considered to be more suitable for men than women. Given the financial constraints and the lack of earning opportunities, it seems rational that a family would have a preference for educating a boy rather than a girl. Thus, traditionally the role of girls in Bangladesh has been linked to the households. Besides, early marriage, cultural norms and religious orthodoxy have also been responsible for the low educational attainments of women in Bangladesh.
Female Enrolments at Various Levels of Schooling
Female enrolments at various levels of education registered marked improvement over time. 
Actual Educational Attainments at Different Levels
The above facts and figures on female enrolments do not account for the drop-out rates and/or the success or completion rates at various levels of education. It is, therefore, likely that judging female educational achievements on the basis of participation rates alone would provide an inflated impression. Table 1 
Overall Literacy Estimates
Both male and female literacy rates have increased over time. But the female literacy rate grew at a faster rate than the male literacy rate. Indeed, in the span of 30 years (1970 to 2000) the female-male literacy ratio has more than doubled, from 0.30 to 0.61. However, literacy estimates are inclusive of persons who do not have any formal education but can just read and write simple sentences. Hence, enrolment and attainment rates should be preferred to the literacy estimates for purposes of policy analysis.
Gender Inequalities in Labour Force Participation
Traditionally, the productive activities of women in Bangladesh have remained confined mostly to the non-monetised household sector and, to an extent, selected agricultural activities. Their household activities typically include cooking and serving the meals, raising the children, attending the aged family members, and washing and drying clothes, among other things. The agricultural activities include raising the family livestock and poultry, cultivating vegetables within the family homestead, threshing, boiling, drying and husking of crops, and processing and preserving food. It is, therefore, not surprising that women's participation in formal economic activities in Bangladesh has in general been very low compared to that of men. In 1974, for example, female employment (FEMPL) constituted only 4.2 per cent of total employment (TEMPL) in the economy ( Table 2 ). The ratio was slightly higher for the urban areas (4.5 per cent) but much lower for the rural areas (3.6 per cent). Similar pictures emerge from the female labour force participation rates (FLP) in absolute terms and in relation to the male labour force participation rates (MLP). The overall FLP was only 4.1 per cent in 1974, which was just a little over five per cent of the MLP. (Table 3) . But in absolute terms, these shares were only 10.2, 13.3 and 9.7 per cent respectively in 1986.
FLP and FLP/MLP also showed a similar trend. indicate a growing participation of women in income-generating activities.
Since the activities of boiling, drying and husking of crops, and processing and preserving food are non-existent or negligible in the urban areas, the female workforce indicators for the urban area can be taken as representative or relatively consistent with the underlying trends.
The annual growth rates in the urban area for FEMPL/TEMPL, FLP and FLP/MLP were respectively 1.14, Table 4 , the readymade garment industries employed only 7.6 thousand female workers in 1986, but this rose to 476 thousand in 1996, an increase of more than sixty-fold in 10 years. Therefore, the analysis does not capture the full dynamics of the changes taking place in these areas, and consequently cannot test fully for changes in economic discrimination against females that are expected to occur with economic development (see Tisdell, 1996) .
Gender Earnings Differentials
The available official sources of database on Bangladesh do not report the sector or economywise male and female wage rates separately. However, the Census(es) of the Manufacturing With a very few exceptions, female-male ratio of the wage bill (FMW) fell short of femalemale employment ratio(FME) for both the "all employees" and the "operatives" categories in both the financial years in question. The notable exceptions include the drugs and pharmaceutical industries in 1992-93 for both categories and the wearing apparel industries in 1995-96 for the "operatives" category. Overall, the gaps were significantly reduced between the two periods. In 1992-93, for the manufacturing sector as a whole, FME and FMW for "all employees" category were respectively 0.28 and 0.13 and for "operatives" category respectively 0.30 and 0.19. In 1995-96, the overall FME and FMW for "all employees" category were respectively 0.43 and 0.35 and for "operatives" category respectively 0.52 and 0.51. The average female-male wage ratio (FMWR), presented in Table 5 , better explains the extent and direction of the inequality in earnings. 
Female Employment in High-Skill and Decision-Making Positions
As noted earlier, female labour participation in Bangladesh has been mainly driven by the expansion of the low-skilled textiles and readymade garments industries in the urban area and the spread of micro-financing by various NGOs including the Grameen Bank. Available data also show some perceptible changes in the female to male employment ratio (FME) in various high-skill, managerial and government executive positions. Table 6 compares the FME for selected occupations for the financial years 1985-86 and 1995-96. 
Women's Political Participation
As women are regarded as the best judges of their own well-being, it is argued that women can envision their future through their participation in the political institutions, including governance and social development. In Bangladesh, women's political participation has been traditionally low despite the fact that the first female to the parliament was elected as early as 
Correlation between Female Education and Labour Force Participation
While women's decisions for labour force participation and education can be affected by numerous reasons, the increasing participation of females in education and labour force in Bangladesh suggests an association between the two. As presented in Table 7 , the various measures of female education employed here have all very high positive correlation with different indicators of female labour force participation. The estimated correlation coefficients highlight two distinguishing facts. First, the female primary education enrolment ratio has marginally higher degree of association than the enrolment ratios at the secondary and tertiary education levels with all of the three indicators of female labour force participation, namely, the absolute female participation rate (FLP), the overall female-male labour force participation ratio (FMLP) and the urban female-male labour force participation ratio (FMLPU), than secondary and tertiary education. Second, the female-male enrolment ratio (FMER) is almost perfectly correlated with FMLP and FMLPU. The degree of association between FMER and FMLPU is particularly important in the context of Bangladesh where, as mentioned before, the low-skill manufacturing industries have been the major source of female employment in recent years. The link between the two is visualised in the scatter plot shown in Figure 3 . The least squares regression line corresponding to this scatter has a slope of 1.06, which suggests that a one percentage point increase in femalemale enrolment ratio leads to 1.06 percentage points increase in female-male labour force participation ratio in the urban area. The reasons for the positive association between the closing gender gap in education and that in labour force participation need investigation. Human capital theory would suggest that educational access is starting to equalise the capital invested in males and females thereby resulting in greater convergence of their productivity. But since most formal employment is in low skilled or unskilled jobs in Bangladesh, this argument does not seem convincing as a major explanation of the trends.
Another possible explanation is that although education is not very productivity-enhancing in itself, it acts as a useful sorting or screening device for employers (Riley, 1979; Tisdell, 1982) . Other factors possibly also play a role such as consequences of rising urbanisation in
Bangladesh. Furthermore, we should not overlook the fact that increased access to education can as well be a cause and effect of macroeconomic and social changes, just as increased savings is sometimes both a cause and consequence of economic growth.
Conclusion
This study has reviewed the status of women in Bangladesh on the basis of the macro-level data on women's participation in the labour force and education, gender earnings differentials and women's participation in high-skill jobs and decision-making bodies. The study indicates that in terms of the labour force participation and education, the status of women vis-à-vis men in Bangladesh has improved over the last two decades and a half. Participation in the labour force endows women with entitlements to resources. Education fosters selfesteem in women through knowledge and information. But by themselves, they do not ensure equality in earnings and employment as well as women's participation in decision-making bodies in the economic and political sectors. An analysis of the developments in the latter areas also suggests some tangible improvements. While gender earnings gaps in the manufacturing sector are still large in most cases, the gaps are being narrowed over time.
Women's participation in high-skill jobs and managerial and decision-making positions, including political bodies has also increased over time, though to a limited extent. The study also indicates that female labour force participation and education are highly correlated and this may be due in Bangladesh to reasons other than the productivity enhancing effects of education. However, the area needs to be further investigated as there is no representative study on these issues on Bangladesh. In fine, the gender gaps in labour force participation, education and earnings have been noticeably reduced in Bangladesh in recent decades. There are signs therefore that women's status is improving in Bangladesh.
Endnotes t ti
x y 1 Amin and Pebley (1994) suggest that the NGO-financed development programmes in rural Bangladesh had significantly raised women's participation in household decision-making in addition to conferring women a greater control over resources. Similar views are expressed in Naved (1994) . But in their study on the South-West West Bengal, India, Tisdell et al. (2001) found little evidence of empowerment of rural women through work force participation. 
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